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From the Archives
Comics and Public History: The True Story of the 1934
Chatham Coloured All-Stars
Dale Jacobs and Heidi LM Jacobs
ABSTRACT: This essay examines how the Harding Project, a digital and oral history project at the University of Windsor, decided to use comics as one way to tell the story of the
1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars. It is a story of collaboration and what can happen when
conversation is allowed to develop organically as connections are created with the community. This essay details one such collaboration, between individual community members,
community groups, and researchers from History, Leddy Library, and English at the University of Windsor, and the resulting cross-pollination of public history, digital librarianship,
and comics studies. In telling this story, the essay examines the ways in which comics, in
a variety of forms, can aid in the public dissemination of knowledge, act as an educational
resource and site of multimodal literacy, and engage in the process of revising the historical
narrative and intervening in practices of historiography and pedagogy surrounding race and
sport in Canada.
KEYWORDS: public history, collaboration, digital archives, race and sport, baseball
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HAT HAPPENS WHEN a public history project embraces comics as a tool to

further disseminate that history? What happened, specifically, when the Harding
Project, a digital and oral history project at the University of Windsor, decided to use comics as one way to tell the story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars? In what follows,
we will examine the ways in which comics, in a variety of forms, aid in the public dissemination of knowledge, act as an educational resource and site of multimodal literacy, and
engage in the process of revising the historical narrative and intervening in practices of
historiography and pedagogy surrounding race and sport in Canada.
Within the complex environment of a given university, there are moments when
diverse ways of knowing can productively inform each other, aiding researchers in framing their questions, interpreting research, and/or disseminating their findings. Often these
collaborations come in formal ways, from interdisciplinary working groups or centers, for
example. However, when you work at a relatively small university, these collaborations
can also happen more organically, simply because it is much easier to have a good sense
of what is happening across campus and to know the research interests of your colleagues
in other departments. When that university builds connections within the region where
it is situated, the possibilities for meaningful engagement with the community are also
heightened. This is the story of one such collaboration, in this case between individual
community members, community groups, and researchers from History, Leddy Library,
and English at the University of Windsor, and the resulting cross-pollination of public
history, digital librarianship, and comics studies.1
In the spring of 2015, Miriam Wright, then Head of the History Department at the
University of Windsor, was at a local history event in Chatham, Ontario, where she was
speaking about the impact of new technologies on the preserving, telling, and sharing of
local history. After her talk, she was approached by Mrs. Pat Harding, who asked Miriam
if she thought the University would be interested in helping her create a website to share
the story of her late father-in-law, Wilfred “Boomer” Harding (1915–1991). Pat explained
that she had compiled three scrapbooks of material documenting stories such as Boomer
playing on the first Black baseball team to win the Ontario Baseball Amateur Association
(OBAA) championship in 1934 and Boomer earning a spot with the Windsor Staffords, a
Detroit Red Wings farm team in the International Amateur Hockey League in 1946. In so
doing, he was the first Black player in that league (and was the first Black player to skate at
the Olympia, the Red Wings’ arena) at a time when only a few Black players were in advanced hockey. Intrigued, Miriam contacted Heidi and Dave Johnston at Leddy Library’s
Centre for Digital Scholarship to see if they would be interested in undertaking a digitization project related to Boomer Harding’s life. They immediately agreed and thought this
work could easily be completed over the summer. The collective activities related to this
venture came to be known as “The Harding Project.”
When Pat and her husband Blake, Boomer’s son, arrived at Leddy Library with the
three scrapbooks, Dave, Miriam, and Heidi were astonished at the amount of material
they had assembled and the rich, untold story about race in southern Ontario that these
scrapbooks conveyed through newspaper articles, images, and documents. It was clear
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that the scale and scope of these scrapbooks would require much more than a summer
to do Boomer’s story justice. It was also evident that it would be impossible to convey the
entire story of Boomer’s life in a single project. After a few conversations, the project team
determined that the initial focus would be on the Chatham Coloured All-Stars and their
barrier-breaking OBAA win in 1934. Soon after, a partnership was formed with the Chatham Sports Hall of Fame (to which Boomer Harding was elected in 2003), the Harding
family, the Chatham-Kent Black Historical Society, and the University of Windsor’s History Department and Leddy Library. In 2016, this partnership secured an Ontario Trillium
Foundation grant to create a multifaceted public history project called “Breaking the Colour Barrier: Wilfred ‘Boomer’ Harding & the Chatham Coloured All-Stars.”2

FIGURE 1.

The 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars

In discussing Boomer Harding’s legacy, the Hardings were adamant that this story was
not only one that needed to be preserved, but also communicated as widely as possible to
as many audiences as we could reach. The project team decided to focus on three main
audiences—K–12 school children and teachers; the families of players and members of
the local community; and scholars of race, sport, Canadian, and local history—and created deliverables to meet the different but overlapping needs of each group.
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In 2017, we launched our completed project through the Breaking the Colour Barrier
website [Figure 2], which consisted of the following: a digital archive of all material in
the three scrapbooks with archival metadata and preservation protocols; a digital exhibit that included a timeline of newspaper clippings documenting the entire 1934 season
and biographies of each player on the 1934 team plus several other players from other
years; a set of curricular material and classroom activities based on the Ontario curriculum for Grades 1–12 in areas such as History, Geography, Language Arts, and Canadian
and World Studies; and galleries of relevant images and documents. We also understood
that the history of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars existed in the memories of the
friends and families of the players and that this collective memory was in urgent need
of preservation. To this end, we interviewed nearly twenty people who knew members
of the team and made these interviews available on our website as both audio files and
searchable transcripts. Additionally, we created a range of non-digital artifacts that could
tell the story of the 1934 team, including a series of storyboard banners that would travel
to schools, libraries, and museums, and permanent exhibits for the Chatham Sports Hall
of Fame. One of the most popular aspects of the Harding Project, however, was not in our
original grant proposal. Rather, it emerged from a confluence of serendipitous comments
and conversations, and from relationships the Harding Project had with the University of
Windsor English Department.

FIGURE 2.

Breaking the Colour Barrier Homepage
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In the spring of 2015, the English Department decided that the Writer-in-Residence
position for that fall semester would be filled by a cartoonist. As part of the longstanding
Writer-in-Residence program, the English Department had hosted significant Canadian
writers from across genres—fiction, poetry, creative nonfiction, drama, screenplays—including authors such as W. O. Mitchell, Nino Ricci, Tom Wayman, Daphne Marlatt,
Marilyn Dumont, Daniel David Moses, and Marilyn Sonik. However, a cartoonist had
never occupied the position—the idea for a Cartoonist-in-Residence was a first, not only
at the University of Windsor, but across Canadian universities. When Dale raised the idea
of hosting a Cartoonist-in-Residence, he had been teaching courses in comics for six years
and had seen comics begin to enter the classrooms of some of his colleagues, but he had
no idea whether or not the department as a whole would be receptive. Not only were his
colleagues in English enthusiastic, but there was also good support from the President’s
office, as well as the Alumni office. When Scott Chantler took up the residency in the fall
of 2015, there was more awareness across campus about the new Writer-in-Residence than
there had been in many years.

FIGURE 3.

Scott Chantler, Self Portrait as Cartoonist-in-Residence (2015)

At the time, Scott was at work on The Iron Hand, the seventh and final volume of
his acclaimed Three Thieves series, a project that would see him through his residency at
the University of Windsor. In addition to this fantasy adventure series for children, Scott
was known for his more adult-focused work with history, particularly seen in the fictional
Northwest Passage and the nonfiction book Two Generals, an account of his grandfather’s
experience in World War II. His work in these books entailed a commitment to depicting history accurately within the framework of an effective narrative. His historical work,
particularly with respect to Two Generals, led Scott to become involved in community
outreach; he was frequently asked to give talks about the book and the ways he had translated his grandfather’s story into comics form. In selecting Scott for the first Cartoonist-in-Residence position, the Writer-in-Residence committee was confident not only that
he could mentor writers at the University of Windsor, but also that he could engage with
the community—and the faculty and students of the History Department—in meaningful
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ways about both writing and history. In choosing Scott, there was built-in potential for conversation and, perhaps, collaboration across the university and between the university and
the community. During the semester Scott was at the University of Windsor, he met with
students, faculty, and community members, visited classes, and made guest appearances at
Windsor Public Library. The potential for conversation started to become a reality.
One afternoon, in the fall of 2016, members of the Harding Project were meeting
with Shantelle Browning-Morgan, an award-winning teacher who was writing the curricular material for the project. As the meeting wound down, Shantelle said, “You should
do a comic of this story. My son would love that.” After Shantelle left, the Harding team
talked about what a fantastic idea a comics version of the All-Stars story would be, but
realized the practicalities of budgets and deadlines would likely make it impossible. Still,
it was a great idea. Heidi told Dale about Shantelle’s comment. And while Dale agreed
that budgets and time would make the creation of a comic difficult, he showed Heidi Scott
Chantler’s four-panel comic telling the life story of Johnny Cash [Figure 4]. Heidi was in
awe of Scott’s ability to convey Johnny Cash’s life and career so powerfully and movingly
in four simple yet complexly evocative panels. Heidi also knew Scott’s Two Generals and
had heard him talk about the minute level of historical and archival research he had done
to convey the historical details accurately. Remembering a conversation which she had
had with Scott about researching historic fonts, Heidi knew Scott would be the perfect
person to undertake this project. That night, she sent Scott an email asking, “Can you
do a four-panel cartoon for the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars?” One of the Harding
Project’s most memorable outcomes was launched when Scott wrote back, “Sure!”
After negotiating a price and timeline that would work for everyone, Scott began
working on outlines and preliminary drawings for the four-panel comic, sending Heidi
and Miriam versions for feedback. Scott was committed to getting all aspects of the history
right and willing to work with Heidi and Miriam to get the historical details as accurate
as possible. Scott, who admits to knowing very little about baseball, got the bat, ball, and
swing perfect in the second panel [Figure 5]. But he also added tiny details like including
the name of a Chatham business from the 1930s on the truck in the first panel, making the
player in panel two look like Boomer Harding, and using details from the October 1934
newspaper in the final panel. He also worked with Miriam and Heidi’s wish that the two
players in the final panel be identifiable as Boomer Harding and Earl ‘Flat’ Chase.
The whole Harding Project team was thrilled with the final result. When it was decided fairly late in the project to create a set of authentic looking baseball cards [Figure
6], Heidi remembered Scott’s commitment to finding the perfect historic fonts and asked
if he’d design a template and cover for the baseball cards. Again, Scott’s work captured the
intent and spirit of this undertaking.
The four-panel cartoon and the baseball cards turned out to be flagship pieces of the
project: both had an immediacy and an instant emotive connection that brought the story
to life across generations and audiences. Both were featured not only on the website, but
also as images on the storyboard banners. As well, the mock-ups of the cards and cartoon
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were met with such enthusiasm that the Harding Project team decided to do a small print
run of each to sell at the project launch as a fundraiser for the Chatham-Kent Black Historical Museum. They sold out that afternoon and a long waitlist was generated. Several
years later, the demand for these items is still strong and they are both still in print.3
After the launch of Breaking the Colour Barrier, Miriam and Heidi knew there was
still a lot of work to be done to explore issues related to race and sport in Canada and
that there were scholars and local historians also exploring these ideas across the country.
Along with Dale, University of Windsor colleagues in Human Kinetics, the Essex County
Black Historical Research Society and the Chatham-Kent Black Historical Society, they
submitted a Connection Grant proposal called “Telling the Stories of Race and Sport in
Canada” to the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC).
The SSHRC Connection Grant is intended to “support events and outreach activities
geared toward short-term, targeted knowledge mobilization initiatives.”4 A key outcome
expected by SSHRC was the concept of Knowledge Mobilization, defined by SSHRC as
“an umbrella term encompassing a wide range of activities relating to the production and
use of research results, including knowledge synthesis, dissemination, transfer, exchange,
and co-creation or co-production by researchers and knowledge users.” This particular
grant was appealing to the project team because it would help to further enhance the
accessibility and usefulness of research into race and sport in Canada for all people and
groups who could potentially benefit from that knowledge. Based on what the project
team had seen with the four-panel cartoon, they were convinced comics could continue
to be an important way of further mobilizing one particular story about race and sport in
Canada, that of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars. The championship playoff games
were surrounded by controversies, including the All-Stars being denied local accommodations and officials calling the afternoon game for darkness when the All-Stars went ahead
in what should have been the final game.
Given the work that Scott had already done on the four-panel All-Stars comic and
the All-Stars baseball cards and his attention to historical detail, he was the natural choice
for this longer version of the All-Stars story. Moreover, Scott’s work on the Three Thieves
series showed he understood how to tell a story that engaged children with multiple layers
of complexity yet also spoke to adults.
In writing the grant proposal, the project team included commissioning Scott to write
a ten-page mini comic about the Chatham Coloured All-Stars (that would be provided
for free to school-aged children in the Windsor-Essex and Chatham-Kent areas) and creating a Teachers’ Guide for using the comic in the classroom; as a new member of the
project team, Dale was enlisted as a consultant for the comic and co-author of the Teachers’ Guide. The other two components of the grant were a national two-day symposium
called “Telling the Stories of Race and Sport in Canada,” where scholars and community
members could share research and knowledge about race and sport in Canada, and a web
portal where information shared at the symposium could be posted and disseminated. Part
of the proposal included having a session at the symposium where attendees could see and
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provide feedback on the nearly final draft of the All-Stars comic. As shall be discussed below, this session provided some useful feedback that also shaped the content of the comic.
When the project team was awarded the Connection Grant in the spring of 2017,
Miriam and Heidi began consultations with Scott about the mini comic that would come
to be called All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars. As Scott
developed the comic, he had a historian and a librarian at his disposal as he crafted the
narrative, visual details, and tone. Heidi knew the newspaper content in detail and Miriam had a wealth of historical knowledge at her disposal. Discussing this collaboration at
one of the comic’s launch events, Scott commented: “In my own historical comics, such
as Two Generals, I’ve always had to do my own research. This is the first time I’ve ever had
that part done for me, which was a real treat. Heidi and Miriam just handed over their
research and said ‘make a story out of this.’ It was like skipping straight to dessert.”
Scott used Heidi’s detailed hand-written notes about the Chatham Daily News coverage from April to November 1934 and created the persona of the Chatham columnist
Jack Calder as the comic’s narrator. This narration incorporated direct quotations from
Calder’s newspaper coverage to convey information about the specific games and plays,
but also used information uncovered through the interviews about the team’s treatment
on the road. Scott was especially attentive to the details surrounding the controversial
“should have been final” game, called for darkness on a sunny afternoon, when the AllStars took the lead against the white team, and to the details about the All-Stars’ inabilities
to secure overnight accommodations for away games.
Miriam and Heidi responded to Scott’s early drafts [Figure 7] and answered his queries. They found photographs of Jack Calder [Figure 8] and the opposing pitcher Phil
Marchildon, who would go on to pitch for the Philadelphia Athletics and Boston Red
Sox [Figure 9], and mobilized the sleuthing of at least half a dozen baseball historians
in Ontario to try to find out what the Penetanguishene uniforms might have looked like.
Scott made sure the drawn players looked like the real Chatham players [Figures 1 and 6]
and used Google Images searches to find photographs of period Ontario hotels and small
hotel lobbies to make sure every detail from the desk to the lamps was accurate [Figures
10 and 11].
When everyone was happy with the content of the comic, Dale presented it at the
“Telling the Stories of Race and Sport in Canada” symposium for feedback. After offering
a sneak peek at the completed pencils, the project team fielded some fairly straightforward
comments and questions, such as “Was Ontario segregated?” (not formally but in practice,
often it was) and “Will children understand the rules of baseball?” (probably, but if not,
it is fine). One comment picked up on a conversation that Scott, Miriam, and Heidi had
throughout the process, but was not mentioned in the symposium presentation. The subject was the depiction of anger and tension between the two teams and Scott’s use of the
word “hell” in the comic [Figure 12].
The project team had to seriously consider the issues raised at the symposium about
the use of “hell.” The deciding question was this: would the use of “hell” make it difficult
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to get this comic in the classroom? After long discussions, it was decided to delete “hell,”
lest the word overshadow the content of the comic or cause the comic not to be given to
children, as was its intent. Using “Oh no I ain’t!” was the safer choice, but it markedly
lessened the dramatic weight of the original wording “The hell I am!” in this panel of the
comic [Figure 13]. The final determining factor, however, was a worry that discussions of
the appropriateness of “hell” would divert attention away from the larger and more urgent
questions this comic set out to raise and the public history work we wanted it to do.
As Scott was completing the final draft of the comic book [Figure 14], Dale, Heidi,
and Miriam were working on a Teachers’ Guide to accompany it [Figure 15]. Available
in limited copies in print form, the Teacher’s Guide is primarily available as an online
resource for teachers and anyone interested in using the comic in public discussions.5
The Guide consists of a section entitled “Historical Notes,” written by Miriam and Heidi,
and a section entitled “Comics in the Classroom,” written by Dale. As Miriam and Heidi
write in the “Historical Notes” section, “When bringing Scott Chantler’s comic into the
classroom, this historical information can help students understand the context of the story of the Chatham Coloured All-Stars story and the significance of their 1934 win.” This
section gives teachers the material necessary to broaden classroom discussions to larger
issues of race, sport, and history, and is geared towards using the comic as part of a social
studies curriculum.
The “Comics in the Classroom” section was designed to help teachers move beyond
the content of the comic so that they could help students understand how to read and make
meaning from all the elements of the comic, and to think about how Scott had conveyed
the story of the All-Stars in comics form. This section uses the first two pages of All-Stars
to illustrate how teachers might help students understand how to read comics [Figure 16].
As Dale writes, “The first two pages contain no narration or dialogue between characters,
and could be said to be ‘silent.’ Most of the information we get as readers comes through
images, depictions of body language and facial expressions, and the spatial arrangement of
panels—individual boxes containing images that are separated by white space, or gutters,
on the page. While words are used sparsely in these pages, they become an important part
of bringing together the understanding of the reader through the ‘Vacancy/No Vacancy’
sign.” The rest of the “Comics in the Classroom” section further expands on how the
comics form is used in these two pages and in All-Stars as a whole. These ideas, along with
those in the “Historical Notes” section, are designed to give teachers ideas about how AllStars might be successfully used in the classroom to more effectively convey the story of
the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars to children in grades K–12.
All-Stars: The True Story of the Chatham Coloured All-Stars was published in the
spring of 2019. The comic was launched at the Chatham-Kent Public Library in May
2019 and project team members subsequently gave presentations about the comic at the
Toronto Comic Arts Festival, the Comics Studies Society conference, and several K–12
classrooms throughout Southern Ontario. To date, the Harding Project has distributed

109

INKS

nearly 1300 comic books to school-aged children and K–12 teachers throughout Southern
Ontario, as well as to descendants of the 1934 team.
The story of this project is one of collaboration and conversation, of relationships
built over time, and of trust between community members and researchers. Trust that the
story of the All-Stars would be not only preserved, but also told in a way that honored the
legacy of the team and that is accessible to as many people as possible. From the Hardings
to the family members of the 1934 team to the Black community in Chatham to the community partners to researchers across campus at the University of Windsor, the collaborative process remained at the center of all aspects of the project, including the development
of All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars.
NOTES
1. This paper is an extended version of talks given by Scott Chantler and Heidi Jacobs at the Toronto Comic
Arts Festival (May 2019) and Dale Jacobs at the Comics Studies Society Conference (July 2019). We are
grateful for Scott’s contribution of input and reflections on this comic, partnership, and process.
2. http://cdigs.uwindsor.ca/BreakingColourBarrier/.
3. The All-Stars comic book, cartoon, and baseball cards are available for purchase at the Chatham Kent
Black Historical Society in Chatham and also through their online store: https://www.etsy.com/ca/shop/
ChathamAllStars. All proceeds from these sales support the excellent historical and educational work of the
Chatham Kent Black Historical Society (https://ckbhs.org/).
4. https://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/funding-financement/policies-politiques/knowledge_mobilisation-mobilisation_des_connaissances-eng.aspx.
5. The full Teachers’ Guide can be accessed at https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1022&context=racesportsymposium.
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FIGURE 5.

The 1934 Chatham Coloured AllStars: A Story in Four Panels

F I GU RE 4.

Johnny Cash’s Life in Four Panels
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F I G U RE 6.

Harding Project Baseball Cards

FIGURE 7A.

Scott’s script, with notes from Heidi
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FIGURE 7B.

Scott’s script, with notes from Heidi
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FIGURE 8.

Jack Calder, in photographs and as he appears in All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars
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F IGURE 9.

Phil Marchildon, in photograph and as he appears in All-Stars: The
True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars
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FIGURE 10.

Reference photographs used by Scott in illustrating the hotel depicted in the first two
pages of All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars
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FIGURE 11.

Rough draft of page one of All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars
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FIGURE 12.

Rough draft of panels from All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars

FIGURE 13.

Final draft of panels from All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars
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FIGURE 14.

Cover of All-Stars: The True Story of the
1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars

F I GU RE 15.

Teachers’ Guide for All-Stars: The True Story
of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars
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F IGURE 16A.

First two pages of All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars
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F IGURE 16B.

First two pages of All-Stars: The True Story of the 1934 Chatham Coloured All-Stars
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